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Abstract 
    Second language teaching and learning within a communicative framework posits the learner in a more central role. This 
article looks at the possibility of developing EFL learner’s autonomy through application of email as an electronic portfolio. For 
this purpose, an experiment was set up with two randomly selected groups.  The experimental group (N=42) was instructed 
through email portfolio process and the control group (N=42) was taught by typical ways of teaching English. The data were 
collected using observation and questionnaire. Comparing and analysing the outcomes showed a significant improvement in the 
autonomy of the first group of learners. Email portfolio had positive influence on the encouragement of learner’s autonomy and 
their classroom interaction. This research provides enhance for the role of electronic portfolio as a way of on-going assessment of 
one’s own work and the role of technology as a useful tool for give the conventional methods of language teaching to a new way. 
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1. Introduction 
        The present paper intends to explore a new way of facilitating students’ learning and developing learner 
autonomy, through the use of electronic portfolios as a learning tool. Since most of the previous works on portfolios 
and autonomous learning involved either westerners studying foreign languages in their own countries or groups of 
mixed nationalities studying English as a second language in Western countries, this paper aims at examining how 
to employ portfolios to help Iranian students develop their autonomous learning. 
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2. Review of literature 
2.1. Autonomy 
    It is believed that the ultimate educational goal of language teachers is to help learners become autonomous. In 
language education, the idea of learner-centred practice and autonomy has been integrated into communicative 
language teaching (Benson, 2001). From this perspective, responsible learners “accept the idea that their own efforts 
are crucial to progress in learning and behave accordingly” (Scharle & Szabό, 2000, p. 3). Under what conditions do 
autonomy occur? According to the self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan 
& Lynch, 2003), people become more self-determined with essential human needs: autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. Autonomy stems from the psychological processing of the individual, whereas relatedness is 
constructed in the social context, and competence has both conditions. In fact, these conditions interact with each 
other and contribute to motivation and personal growth (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
 
Taking responsibility for one’s own learning is a recurrent notion in works on autonomy (Holec1981;Dickinson 198
7;Little 1991;Benson 2001).Specifically, Holec (1981, 3) defines autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s 
 own learning”, which involves making decisions about different aspects of the 
language learning process(determining  objectives,  monitoring  progress,  or  evaluating performance, among 
others). Along similar lines, Little (1991, 4) views autonomy as “a  capacity 
for detachment,   critical   reflection,   decision -making,   and independent action”. However, he adds an essential 
psychological dimension, which entails that “the learner will develop a particular kind of psychological relation 
to the process and content of his learning”. The autonomous learner displays some ability to direct the course of 
his/her own learning, which implies being able to make 
decisions concerning course management, organization and content.  
 
       Autonomous learners are those who seek the opportunities to learn outside the classroom setting and create their 
own instructional settings freed from the teacher (Breen & Mann, 1997). 
 
     In order to understand the term better, Little (1994, p. 81) noted what autonomy is not: 
•Autonomy is not a synonym for self-instruction; in other words, autonomy is not limited to learning without a teacher 
•In  the  classroom  context,  autonomy  does  not  entail  an  abdication  of responsibility on the part of the teacher;   
it is not a matter of letting the learners  get on with things as best they can . 
  
•On the other hand, autonomy is not something that teachers do to learners; that is, it is not another teaching method 
  
•Autonomy is not a single, easily described behaviour 
  
•Autonomy is not a steady state achieved by learners 
  
    Autonomy is an essential characteristic for a good language learner. The importance of autonomy in language 
learning can be observed in Omaggio’s definition of a good  language learner (cited in Wenden, 1991) which 
characterizes good language learners  as people who are aware of their learning styles and strategies and know how 
to  adapt  them  for  different  learning  conditions;  know  about  their  strengths  and  weaknesses; and use every 
opportunity to communicate in the target language. 
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    The key to fostering autonomy seems to be support. Support given by teachers may be technical such as teaching 
learners some strategies, cognitive or meta-cognitive. It may also be psycho-social support where the 
teacher encourages learners to take control of their own learning and assists them in gaining self-confidence. Of 
course, the teacher has to learn to help the learner learn through  teacher training.  The fostering of autonomy is 
clearly desirable in language teaching. Teachers should support their learners using different methods. As Benson 
(2001, p. 224) mentioned “autonomy takes a variety of forms, there is no single best method of fostering it”. 
Studying different methods may contribute to fostering learner autonomy in language learning settings. 
 
2.2. Portfolios: 
2.2.1. Definition of portfolios  
    The most frequently cited definition of portfolios was developed by Paulson, and Meyer (1991: 60): 
‘A purposeful collection of a student’s work that exhibit his/her efforts, progress, and achievements in one or more 
areas. The collection must include student participation in selecting contents, the criteria for selection, the criteria 
for judging merit, and evidence of student self-reflection ... A portfolio ... provides a complex and comprehensive 
view of student performance in context.’ The overall purpose of portfolios is to enable the student to demonstrate to 
others learning and progress. The greatest value of portfolios is that, in building them, students can become active 
participants in the learning process and its assessment. Portfolios are collections of students’ work selected by the 
students (with the teacher’s guidance) to represent their learning experiences. They usually involve students 
selecting and gathering samples of their language use into a folder to show to their peers, parents, and others.      
However, portfolios are not just a collection of materials stuffed into a folder. Each piece of the portfolio must be 
created, collected, and organized in such a way as to demonstrate certain competencies. A portfolio should include 
information about the activities that produced the portfolio, the process of development (possibly including drafts 
and revisions), and a narrative in which the student reflectively describes the learning that took place. 
 
2.2.2. Advantages of portfolios 
    Listed here are some advantages of using portfolios. Portfolios: 
x Can be an efficient tool for demonstrating learning. 
x Can develop awareness of own learning. 
x Can improve motivation and involvement in learning.  
x Can give a profile of various learner abilities. 
x Can provide opportunities for student-teacher dialogue. 
x Can match assessment to instruction. 
 
Portfolios can help make the language learning process more visible to learners, developing their capacity for 
reflection and self-assessment, and thus enabling them gradually to assume more and more responsibility for their 
own learning. In this way, it serves as a tool for promoting the development of learner autonomy. 
 
2.2.3. Types of portfolios: 
 
There are basically two types of portfolio as described by Cooper & Love (2001): The focus of a formative 
portfolio is the process of learning of a particular student. An example of a formative portfolio may be when it is 
used as a report to parents or guardians. It contains samples of a student's work collected throughout the term to 
‘demonstrate changes over a period of time’. The summative portfolio has learning outcomes as its focus and not the 
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process of learning. These portfolios contain proof of a student's skills while also exhibiting their range and depth. 
Assessment of such portfolios (and hence the student’s skills and knowledge) would be summative. 
 
2.3. Electronic portfolios: 
 
    Recently, advances in technology and personal computers have made possible the digitalization of portfolios and 
as such their movements from manila folders to electronic media. As MacDonald, Liu, Lowell, Tsai, and Lohr 
(2004) put it, these electronically-mediated portfolios, or alternatively electronic portfolios, are multimedia 
environments where students can showcase the artefacts and reflections that represent their growth. Electronic 
portfolios enable students to collect, store, and manage their artefacts in a relatively easy and efficient manner, so 
long as Internet access is available (Heath, 2002). Further, they also allow the artefacts to take such forms as images, 
sound files, video clips, and so forth (Knight, Hakel, & Gromko, 2006). Additionally, dispensed with time- and 
location- constraints, electronic portfolios simplify and vivify the feedback-giving process for teachers and peers in 
a dramatic way. Moreover, their characteristic trait of being widely accessible to the public can also result in 
students fostering a heightened sense of audience and as such taking more careful account of what they write and 
how they write (Wall & Peltier, 1996).  
 
     Electronic portfolios have several advantages: 1) organizational flexibility, 2) display flexibility, 3) ability to 
connect content to standards, and 4) use of communication tools, (Davies, 2002; p. 2). Besides, electronic portfolios 
require minimal storage space and, therefore, students do not need massive storage systems. 
 
Barrett (2000) describes electronic portfolios as: 
‘(those that make) use of electronic technologies that allow the portfolio developer to collect and organize artefacts 
in many formats (audio, video, graphics, and text). A standards-based electronic portfolio uses hypertext links to 
organize the material to connect artefacts to appropriate goals or standards... An electronic portfolio is not a 
haphazard collection of artefacts (i.e., a digital scrapbook or multimedia presentation) but rather a reflective tool that 
demonstrates growth over time’. 
 
2.3.1. Steps in developing electronic portfolios 
Following are the nine steps in developing electronic portfolios 
1. Define aim of the portfolio. The first step is to decide whether the portfolio will be used for formative 
evaluation or summative evaluation. The content and organization of the portfolio will depend on its aim. 
Needs analysis should be carried out before beginning the portfolio development process. 
2. Take into account the type and extent of technology available to your students. Do not expect your 
students to develop an electronic portfolio if they do not have access to the required hardware and software. 
Again, needs analysis would help in identifying students’ technological needs and availability. 
3. Take students’ consent for portfolio development. If portfolio development is not part of the curriculum 
and you want to initiate it into your own individual teaching methodology, you will have to first take 
students’ consent. It should be remembered that it is essentially learner cantered and the students have to be 
‘involved’ right from the planning to the assessment. You will also need to take permission from parents to 
use their child's work, name, and perhaps a photo. 
4. Define an audience for the portfolio. This would motivate and boost students to work harder on their 
portfolios. Audience may range from parents, teachers, and administrators to relatives and other 
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students.  In case of webfolios the students have to be very cautious with their work since it can be 
accessed by anyone. 
5. Empower students. The main aim of portfolio development is to get students to work on their Math, 
Science, English Composition, or Art etc.  Students should select work that best shows their achievement 
of the curriculum goals. They should include the first draft and the final draft to show progress or they may 
choose to include multiple drafts.   
6. Involve students in peer correction or review. It is amazing how much students can learn through their 
peers’ comments on their work and through their own comments on someone else’s work.  Peer review on 
students’ portfolio work should become an essential part of the process of portfolio development. 
7. Incorporate feedback mechanism into student portfolios. About midway through the portfolio 
development process brief feedback must be given to the students so that they know if they are going in the 
right direction. Feedback could also be posted onto the electronic portfolios if students do not mind and 
find it encouraging.   
8. Encourage reflective practice. An essential inclusion in the portfolios is the reflective notes. 
Documentation of thoughts makes the portfolios more personal and provides a view into the student’s 
performance and abilities. They exhibit the thought processes and critical thinking capabilities of the 
students, which may not be evident from a mere collection of their work. Reflective notes tell us how the 
learners feel about the learning process (Ali, 2002). 
9. Evaluate the presented portfolio. The main aim of assessment may be to evaluate the work included in the 
portfolio and to see if there has been significant progress from the first draft. However, it must also be noticed 
if all the required contents are included; that there are no typing/mechanical errors; and that the portfolio is 
well organized and presentable for WWW publication or saving onto a CD-ROM. A marking scheme – 
‘Rubric for Assessing Electronic Portfolios’ by Morris (undated) could be used as model. 
 
3. Purpose of the study: 
 
    The portfolios are integrated into classroom activities, and students’ work and assignment. Their purposes are 
specified as follows: 
a) To reflect on progress in an English course, 
b) To assess strengths and weaknesses in learning English, 
c) To establish goals and plans for future independent learning. 
 
4. Research question and hypothesis 
 
     To achieve the goals of the present study, the following research question was posed: 
Q. Can email portfolio develop EFL learners' autonomy? 
To  come  up  with  reasonable  results  on  the  basis  of  the  aforementioned  research  question,  the  following 
null hypothesis was proposed: 
H0. Email portfolio cannot develop EFL learners' autonomy. 
 
5. Method 
5.1. Participants 
 
     90 EFL intermediate learners were chosen randomly as the participants of this study. They were randomly 
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assigned to two groups, one experimental (n=45) and one control (n=45).  
 
 
5.2. Instrumentation 
 
    A questionnaire and a teacher checklist on autonomy were used in the present study. Also, electronic mail (Yahoo 
Mail) was used for entering electronic portfolio in the teaching and learning process.  
5.3. Design 
 
The present study was designed as an experiment using multiple data collection techniques. 
 
5.4. Procedure 
 
    The autonomy checklist with a Likert scale and the questionnaire were used by the teacher at the beginning of the 
study to check the learner’s autonomy. Then: 
1. The students were made familiar with the primary points about working with computer, especially email uses. For 
example; they were introduced to make an email account, to send and check their emails, to attach files, to make 
folders and subfolders, etc. (1 week) 
2. Introducing guidelines to students for preparing portfolios (1 week). 
- Portfolio development process (Danielson & Abrutyn, 1997): 
(1) Collection: saving artefacts that represent the day-to-day results of learning  
(2) Selection: reviewing and evaluating the artefacts saved, and identifying those that demonstrate achievement of 
specific standards or goals indicators, and setting learning goals  
(3) Reflection: reflecting on the significance of the artefacts chosen for the portfolio in relationship to specific 
learning goals  
(4) Projection: comparing the reflections to the standards/goals and performance indicators, and setting         
learning goals for the future  
 
3. Integrating portfolios into class instruction; recording students’ progress and performance (4 weeks). 
4. Arranging for mid-semester portfolio showcase and students’ self-reflection; allowing students to check each 
other’s     portfolios to help them understand what makes a good language portfolio (1 week). 
5. Rest of number 3 (4 weeks) 
6. Allocate time for end-of-semester portfolio presentation and final peer and self-evaluation (1 week). 
    Then, the experimental group was instructed using the email portfolio facility and the control group was taught by 
conventional ways of teaching English. Both autonomy checklist and questionnaire was used at the end of the 
study again. Careful observation, comparison and analysis of the outcomes showed considerable improvement in 
the autonomy of the first group of learners.  
 
6. Results 
 
    After analysing the results, it was clear that email portfolio had positive influence on the encouragement of 
learners’ autonomy and their classroom interaction. The results of the questionnaire data are presented below. 
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(Table 1) One-Sample Test 
 Test Value = 2 
  95% Confidence Interval of the 
Difference 
 T df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference Lower Upper 
VAR00001 -13.996 89 .000 -.70238 -.8022 -.6026 
VAR00002 -3.519 89 .001 -.30952 -.4845 -.1346 
VAR00003 -1.650 89 .103 -.14286 -.3151 .0294 
VAR00004 -2.400 89 .019 -.20238 -.3701 -.0347 
VAR00005 -1.395 89 .167 -.11905 -.2888 .0507 
VAR00006 -15.323 89 .000 -.76190 -.8608 -.6630 
VAR00007 1.111 89 .270 .09524 -.0753 .2657 
VAR00008 -3.211 89 .002 -.27381 -.4434 -.1042 
VAR00009 -1.368 89 .175 -.11905 -.2922 .0541 
VAR00010 -5.485 89 .000 -.42857 -.5840 -.2732 
VAR00011 -12.398 89 .000 -.71429 -.8289 -.5997 
VAR00012 -4.900 89 .000 -.41667 -.5858 -.2475 
VAR00013 -6.062 89 .000 -.46429 -.6166 -.3120 
VAR00014 -3.632 89 .000 -.28571 -.4422 -.1293 
VAR00015 -8.048 89 .000 -.53571 -.6681 -.4033 
VAR00016 5.501 89 .000 .44048 .2812 .5997 
VAR00017 1.590 89 .116 .14286 -.0359 .3216 
VAR00018 4.211 89 .000 .36905 .1947 .5434 
VAR00019 -9.821 89 .000 -.65476 -.7874 -.5222 
VAR00020 -1.579 89 .118 -.15476 -.3497 .0402 
VAR00021 -5.434 89 .000 -.46429 -.6342 -.2944 
VAR00022 -22.316 89 .000 -.85714 -.9335 -.7807 
VAR00023 -2.725 89 .008 -.23810 -.4119 -.0643 
VAR00024 -.847 89 .399 -.07143 -.2391 .0963 
VAR00025 -8.519 89 .000 -.54762 -.6755 -.4198 
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VAR00026 -3.096 89 .003 -.23810 -.3911 -.0851 
VAR00027 -15.810 89 .000 -.77381 -.8712 -.6765 
 
 
 
  (Table 2) One-Sample Statistics 
 N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
x1 90 1.6607 .37151 .04053 
x2 90 1.7381 .39769 .04339 
x3 90 1.6857 .17138 .01870 
 
 (Table 3) one-Sample Test 
 Test Value = 2 
  95% Confidence Interval of the 
Difference 
 T df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference Lower Upper 
x1 -8.370 89 .000 -.33929 -.4199 -.2587 
x2 -6.036 89 .000 -.26190 -.3482 -.1756 
x3 -16.807 89 .000 -.31429 -.3515 -.2771 
 
    As the above tables shows, using the electronic portfolios has a positive effect in the process of improving EFL 
learners’ autonomy. Besides, the amounts of means and their differences, standard deviations, etc. shows that this 
improvement in the students’ autonomy is significant. Also based on these results, the research null hypothesis is 
rejected. 
 
7. Discussion and conclusions: 
 
    The results of the study showed that the use of portfolios improved the students’ autonomy. As an assessment 
device, portfolios not only encourage students to participate in the process of evaluation, but also motivate students 
to improve their English learning in a comprehensive way.  
 
    In addition, portfolio evaluation takes individual differences into consideration and involves everybody in the 
assessment process, including students, teachers, and peers. 
 
    Most importantly, e-portfolios connect learning, assessment, and instruction in a new way and stress 
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improvement, effort, and achievement. An electronic portfolio makes use of modern technologies to create and 
publish a document that a certain audience can access and read through the computer.  
    Also, through electronic technologies, students and teachers can collect and organize portfolio artefacts into 
various types (e.g. audio, video, graphics, and text). Students can document the planning, learning, monitoring, and 
evaluation processes. This can help raise students’ awareness of learning strategies, facilitate their learning process, 
and enhance their self-directed learning. 
 
7.1. Limitations of the study: 
 
1. Research studies which incorporate online activities are susceptible to several “extraneous variables” 
(Phipps and Merisotis 1999) which were not within the control. 
2. According to Lockee (2001), online learning is “a very complex process… There are so many important 
variables that do impact learning and should be analyzed and considered e.g. cognitive styles, learning 
styles, instructional strategies, and different teaching methodologies for teaching particular levels of 
objectives and different domains”  
3. In this study, for example, outside classroom practice, especially for members of the control group who had 
computers at home, might have been an interfering variable that impacted study results. 
4.  Conversely, lack of computer access among some members of the experimental group might have been a 
serious impediment that limited their online participation. 
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